major user facilities and funds to plan for a new rare-isotope accelerator. They also set aside $3 million to start work on a supercomputer to rival Japan's Earth Simulator.
In other directives, Congress bumped Texas A&M University from the inside track on a new, multimillion-dollar research center to combat terrorism (Science, 9 August 2002, p. 912) , broadening language to allow all comers. And it gave the Forest Service the go-ahead to accelerate a controversial effort to thin forests in order to prevent wildfires. 
-DAVID MALAKOFF

F o c u s
The chronic problems facing the international space station have suddenly become acute: The shuttle Columbia is gone, NASA has grounded the rest of the fleet, and the investigation is under way. But despite these troubles, there was good news for space station science last week. Congress gave NASA a green light to create a private institute for research aboard the orbiting laboratory. Scientists and NASA managers are hailing the move as an important step in strengthening the research credibility of the massive project.
The final 2003 budget numbers (see previous story) were hashed out as concerned lawmakers extracted a promise from NASA Administrator Sean O'Keefe to enhance the independence of the panel investigating the Columbia tragedy. O'Keefe also used the 12 February joint House and Senate committee hearing to defend his plan to keep the aging shuttle fleet flying well into the next decade while pursuing an alternative small space plane. And he promised to both keep the station occupied and resume station construction as soon as possible.
The 2003 spending bill, which gives NASA $15.4 billion-a $513 million boost over the previous year and $414 million more than the Administration asked for-allows the agency to take the first step toward a nonprofit institute for space station research. Modeled on the NASA-funded Space Telescope Science Institute in Baltimore, Maryland, the organization would give the research community greater control over setting science priorities for the station and allocating research time. Several previous NASA and National Research Council (NRC) studies have backed the idea, but it drew criticism from Alabama and Texas lawmakers fearful that it would weaken the Marshall Space Flight Center in Huntsville, which conducts much of the station payload operations, and the Johnson Space Center in Houston.
To break the impasse, NASA's chief of biological and physical sciences, Mary Kicza, put together a review team including Marshall and Johnson officials; they examined various options and recommended a nonprofit, nongovernmental organization. "I know I have the support of Marshall Space Flight Center and its director," Kicza says. "And I wanted to have the support of the research community."
NASA sent the report last month to Congress, which gave its stamp of approval in last week's bill. Kicza hopes to select a contractor for the institute by the end of 2004. The institute will be funded initially for approximately 4 years, at an estimated annual cost in the tens of millions of dollars. Researchers hope the new institute will make decisions "on the basis of science" rather than economics, says Lynette Jones, a mechanical engineer at the Massachusetts Institute of Technology in Cambridge, who served on an NRC panel that examines station use. Kicza says she shares the concerns of legislators that research management of the space station "is much more complex" than of Hubble. But stronger ties with outside scientists will help overcome that hurdle, she argues.
The legislation also contains a plan for solar system exploration that both the Administration and Congress have endorsed. Most of the $110 million boost in space science-$95 million-goes to a Pluto-Kuiper belt mission that the White House thinks is too expensive but agreed to back in the 2004 request. The bill also replaces a mission to Jupiter's moon Europa with one that would examine Europa and two other large icy moons, using advanced propulsion and power technology. Congress chopped $40 million out of a $296 million request NASA made in November for a revamped space-launcher effort. Government and industry officials, however, say that the White House is likely to ask for a massive funding boost this summer for an orbital space plane, perhaps as high as $2 billion-which doubtless would spark a heated debate in Congress.
The bill also includes a healthy smattering of earmarks for projects not requested by the White House. Notable are $1.35 million each for a life sciences center at the University of Missouri, Columbia, and for expansion of the Maryland Science Center in Baltimore. The Senate panel that oversees NASA funding is led by Senator Christopher Bond (R-MO) and ranking member Barbara Mikulski (D-MD). 
